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ABSTRACT
This article discusses the status of the Romani in Swedish and Finnish 
societies. The article scrutinises the history and current state of Romani 
policies in Sweden and Finland, critically evaluating the state of the art of 
Romani inclusion and comparing approaches of the two countries. The 
also reviews research on Romani inclusion. In 2012, Sweden adopted 
a coordinated 20-year strategy for Romani inclusion (2012–2032). 
Finland adopted the First National Policy on the Romani in 2009, and 
the second National Policy on the Romani entered into force on 
1 January 2018 and will run until 2022.
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1. Introduction
The Roma (including the ancestors of the current Scandinavian travellers) first arrived in Denmark 
most plausibly in the 1500s, in Sweden in 1512, in Finland in 1515 via Tallinn (Fraser 1992a) and in 
Norway during the 16th century. Some Nordic Roma were deportees from Britain to Norway, but 
most came via Denmark: In Sweden, the number of Travellers and Roma (Lovara, Kelderari, Curari, 
Erli/Arli, Finnish Kale) is estimated at between 35,000 and 100,000. The number has grown substan-
tially during the past decades, primarily due to immigration from new EU member states and from 
the wars in former Yugoslavia. In Finland, there are around 10,000 Finnish Kale, a few hundred 
Romanian and Bulgarian Roma, and an unknown number of Roma from the Western Balkans. Three 
thousand Finnish Roma are living in Sweden. While the Roma live scattered around the country, 
about half of the Finnish Roma live in Southern Finland and it is estimated that up to 4000 live in the 
Helsinki area. In addition to the Finnish Roma, in recent years varying numbers of Bulgarian and 
Romanian Roma have been living in the capital (Granqvist, Enache, and Dorofte 2016). Hirundo drop- 
in centre (operated by the Helsinki Deaconess Institute) is the main visible actor which provides 
social services for the Roma migrants and it is estimated that, as of 2016, there are about 300 EU- 
mobile Roma citizens in Helsinki (Granqvist, Enache, and Dorofte 2016).
The Finnish Roma encounter problems in housing, employment, education and access to public 
services. The Roma are in a weaker economic position than the average member of the population 
and face discrimination in their daily life (Minority Ombudsman 2014). The Finnish Roma’s traditional 
style of dress shapes their experience in the wider society. Hence, they cannot hide who they are and 
therefore are easy targets of discrimination and racism.
Internal tensions occur within the Roma population, affecting, for example, housing and mobility. 
As an internal control system, Finnish Roma utilizes an avoidance system (Grönfors 1977; Berlin 2015; 
Stenroos 2018) in order to prevent further conflicts between conflicting Romani families. The 
CONTACT Kimmo Granqvist kimmo.granqvist@sh.se Centre for Baltic and East European Studies, Södertörn University, 
Stockholm, Sweden
JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY EUROPEAN STUDIES 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14782804.2020.1801394
© 2020 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group. 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http:// 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the 
original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.
avoidance system has largely replaced blood feuding among the Finnish Roma (Stenroos 2018, 17). 
Coined with the avoidance system is the moving permit system entailing that the Roma, to be able to 
move to a new area, must ask elderly Roma already inhabiting the area for permission (Stenroos 
2018, 17). The problems associated with avoidance have been considered a violation of individual 
rights (Törmä and Huotari 2018, cited by Stenroos 2018, 17) and harmful by Human Rights actors 
(Human Rights League Finland 2016, cited by Stenroos 2018, 17). The moving permit system is 
unconstitutional, in accordance with the Finnish Constitution (731/1999, section 9), ‘Finnish citizens 
and foreigners legally resident in Finland have the right to freely move within the country and to 
choose their place of residence.’
There has been a significant development in terms of education of the Finnish Roma since the 
beginning of the 2000s. It is estimated that basic education now covers more than 80% of school-age 
Roma in Finland (Rajala et al. 2011). However, the Roma are in a weak position regarding access to 
the labour market due to discrimination, their lack of education and work experience and negative 
attitudes from the main population. There are no statistics on the unemployment levels of the Roma 
because Finnish legislation prohibits compiling statistics disaggregated by ethnicity, except when 
certain conditions (data subject’s consent, etc.) are fulfilled. However, according to the National 
Advisory Board on Romani Affairs, in 2008, three out of four Roma people had less than one year of 
working experience or none whatsoever (National Advisory Board on Romani Affairs, romanit.fi 
2008). The living conditions of the Roma have improved following earlier housing policy measures 
since the 1970s (such as the ‘Law for improving the housing conditions of the Roma’, 713/1975 that 
obligated the municipalities to improve the housing conditions of the Roma to a satisfactory 
standard). According to a letter from the Social Welfare Board to the Housing Board dated 
11 February 1988, titled ‘Government Grant Flats for the Gypsy Population’, between 1970 and 
1981, housing interventions targeted around half of all Finnish Roma communities. Nevertheless, 
many Roma still encounter discrimination in access to housing (Minority Ombudsman 2014). 
Between 2010 and 2013, the Ministry of Environment conducted a national survey regarding the 
housing situation of the Roma. The survey suggested that the housing questions of the Roma are 
a matter of many dimensions and that the causes of housing problems can be derived from many 
structural factors and the weakness of the Roma’s socio-economic position. It is also partly the case 
that the majority population does not know or understand the features of Romani culture. At the 
same time, the Roma are not always aware of the procedures and rules pertaining to the accom-
modation and choice of tenants for rental housing. A more recent survey was conducted in 2018 by 
the Ministry of Environment (Törma & Huotari 2018), which concludes that, while there have been 
improvements in the housing situation, some Roma still risk being excluded from the housing 
market due to financial difficulties.
Until recently, little has been known about the health situation of the Finnish Roma. A Roma 
Wellbeing Study conducted in 2017–2018 by the National Institute for Health and Welfare as a part of 
the Nevo Tiija (New Era) project, coordinated by the Diaconia University of Applied Sciences, funded 
by the European Social Fund, indicated ‘difficulties in physical functional ability among women as 
well as the high prevalence of self-reported chronic diseases and their risk factors’ as being key 
challenges (Weiste-Paakkanen, Lämsä & Kuusio 2018: 10).
In Sweden, the Roma today are almost completely excluded from mainstream society. There is 
a strong, almost unbreakable pattern of social, economic and political exclusion and marginalization. 
Most Roma children do not complete primary school, very few continue to secondary school and 
even fewer reach university level. Eighty percent of adult Roma are estimated to be unemployed 
(SOU 2010, 55). Health problems start earlier, there are lifestyle-related health problems. Life 
expectancy is below average (SOU 2010, 55). Living standards are lower than average (SOU 2010, 
55). Roma cultural institutions and media are few and with scarce resources and do not have a secure 
financial situation.
According to the report Romer i Sverige tillsammans i förändring (Regeringskansliet, inrikesdepar-
tementet 1997), discrimination in housing is a very big problem for many Roma. The Swedish 
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Minority Ombudsman’s report Diskriminering av Romer i Sverige (DO 2004, 16–17) mentions that 
almost 30% of those surveyed stated that during the past five years they had been denied buying or 
renting housing because of their ethnic affiliation; nearly 50% stated that they had been subjected to 
insults and harassment by neighbours over the past two years. The Roma are often placed in 
segregated and socially vulnerable housing areas and the Roma’s choice of housing is very limited. 
Other common areas in which Roma are discriminated against comprise entrance refusal (at restau-
rants, campsites, shops, etc.), measures in contact with customs and police and other authorities and 
working life. It should be noted that some Roma do not consider it meaningful to report discrimina-
tion because it does not seem to result in any meaningful outcomes. There is evidence of institu-
tional discrimination in the public sector, including the social and judicial sectors (Skolverket 1999; 
DO 2004; Barnombudsmannen rapporterar 2005; SOU 2010:55.).
Sweden, too, has conducted special measures for Romani rights.
2. Previous research on Roma and Romani policies
Both in Sweden and Finland, Romani policies have been referred to in several studies within 
sociology, anthropology, education and linguistics, especially since the 1960s and 1970s, when the 
social situation of the Roma was highlighted (e.g. Trankell and Trankell 1965a; Takman 1976; Vehmas 
1961). More recently, much emphasis has been laid on the discrimination of Roma or antiziganism in 
particular in Sweden. One important study published was the discrimination Ombudsman’s report 
on discrimination of the Roma in Sweden (DO 2004). In a 2007 report, Géza Nagy briefly described 
the barriers that Roma face in the Swedish labour market. Some small-scale studies have been done 
on issues regarding children taken into custody, abuse and criminality among the Roma. (Palosuo 
2008: 13–14.) Jan Selling has studied theoretical and international perspectives on antiziganism 
research, especially within the Nordic context. In 2014, he published the first book-length study 
Svensk antiziganism: fördomens kontinuitet och förändringens förutsättningar [Swedish antitziganism: 
the continuity of the prejudice and preconditions of change] (Selling 2013) on the history and 
presence of antiziganism in Sweden. In October 2013, more than 100 scholars gathered at an 
international conference he organized in Uppsala to discuss ways to identify and analyse the 
discrimination, marginalisation and persecution of the Roma. Based on this conference he edited 
the volume Antiziganism – What’s in a word?1 together with Markus End, Pia Laskar, Hristo 
Kyuchukov, and Bill Templer. ￼ In 2014 the Swedish government published the so-called ‘White 
book’, reviewing the political motives and actions during the first half of the 1900s, aiming at 
registrations of Roma, sterilizations, arrests of children and expulsions.
In Finland, Panu Pulma’s (2006) Suljetut ovet. Pohjoismaiden romanipolitiikka 1500 luvulta EU 
aikaan [Closed doors. Nordic Roma policy from the 16th century to the EU times] described the 
states’ minority policy, its character and change in the Nordic region over 500 years. A large-scale 
Romani history project led by Pulma in 2009–2011 resulted in a monumental multidisciplinary 
account Romanien historia [Romani history] (Pulma 2012), which also appeared as a Swedish transla-
tion in 2015. Sarita Friman-Korpela was the first person with a Roma background to defend her PhD 
thesis Romanipolitiikasta romanien politiikkaan [From the Roma Policy to the Politics of the Roma] 
(2014), analysing changes in the political agenda and political agency during the second half of the 
20th century in Finland within the context of Roma politics. The preliminary thesis of the study was 
the claim that tracking the changes in the scope of Roma policy of governments and administrations 
is not adequate in order to identify the agency of Roma themselves and politicisation processes 
within the Roma communities. In 2014 the Minority Ombudsman published a survey of discrimina-
tion experiences of Finnish Roma, suggesting that the Finnish Roma feel discriminated against in 
employment and housing issues and their access to public services to a very high degree compared 
to other European countries (Minority Ombudsman 2014). The Minority Ombudsman (2014) reports 
that a total of 68.7% of Roma respondents (n = 249) experienced discrimination in some area of life in 
2013. Granqvist (2018) evaluated the Finnish Romani inclusion strategies as part of a European 
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Commission project ‘Mid-term evaluation of the EU Framework for National Roma Integration 
Strategies up to 2020’.
3. History of Romani policies
3.1 Sweden2
The first known document on the arrival of the Roma in Sweden is in the judicial protocols (”thinking 
books”) of Stockholm, year 1512. On 29 September, a Rom called Count Antonius arrived in 
Stockholm with a number of families. The group explained that they had arrived from ‘Klene 
Egifft’, ‘Little Egypt’; ‘Little Egypt’ has been interpreted by some scholars as referring to a Romani 
settlement in the Peloponnese in Greece. Already in November 1512, the juridical protocols of 
Stockholm mentioned a trial between a Stockholmer and a tater about a theft and fights 
(Stockholms stads äldre stadsböcker II: 4, s. 281 f.). On 1 October 1515, the same juridical protocols 
stated that the Roma were not allowed to stay within the city boundaries because of their villainy 
and thefts. However, the decision on expulsion had not been executed immediately.
The Romani issue came back to the agenda during the period of King Gustav Vasa (1521–1560) in 
form of letters from the King to church officials and the Roma themselves, urging Roma people to be 
driven away or to leave the country immediately. Gustav Vasa’s sons continued their father’s strict 
policy. In 1576, King Johan III sent out a letter to the fathers of Norrland to banish the Roma from the 
Kingdom. It was written in Johan III’s 1577 outgoing diary that if the Roma tried to enter the country 
they would be hanged.
During the 16th century, the animosity against the Roma had grown steadily and had been 
reflected in government actions. During the 16th century, government actions were still based on 
individual incidents and directed more towards single groups rather than the entire Romani 
community.
Legislative proposals regarding the Roma were already in place in 1604, but foreign policy events 
dominated in the country. In 1617 the Riksdag decided that all ‘tater and Gypsies’ were to be 
expelled. Romani women and children would be expelled, and men killed. Court cases against Roma 
(thefts, burglary, fraud, divination, magic and violence) took place in the 1620s. In May 1636, the 
question of the Roma was again raised in the Riksdag. On 28 July 1637, the ”Placat om Tatarnes 
fördrifwande af landet” (a general statute on Roma) was issued. All Romani men found after the 8th 
of November that year would be hanged; women and children would be driven out of the country. 
Should anyone be found after this date, the authorities could kill them without trial. Despite its 
cruelty, authorities did not usually follow through on this general statute on Roma.
In 1642, a new statute on Roma was issued by Queen Christina (1626–1689) in connection with 
a statute concerning beggars and the poor. Those who were convicted ‘for thievery or other unlawful 
act and iniquity’ were to be executed immediately and the remaining beggars and poor people 
expelled from the country. If they returned, they would be taken into custody, taken to the nearest 
castle and then put to work in shackles, left to survive on water and bread. In 1662, one more statute 
meant ‘to expel from the Kingdom all Tater and Gypsies’ was issued together with a protest by the 
clergy of the 1660s. It reiterated previous provisions but did not lead to results.
It was the church that had first raised the state problem regarding the Roma and issued a general 
rejection of everything related to them. In 1560, Archbishop Laurentius Petri, Sweden’s First 
Evangelical Lutheran Archbishop (1531–1573) wrote in agreement with the King: ‘With the Tater, 
the priest shall do nothing, neither shall they lay their bodies, nor shall they baptize their children.’ In 
1594, a convocation in Linköping stated that all contact with the Roma would be forbidden. In 
a letter to the Riksdag in Örebro in 1617, the clergy called for all Roma to be expelled from the 
country. Not all priests obeyed these orders and received angry letters from bishops and were 
sometimes even dismissed. Milder Romani politics were adopted by the church in later legislations, 
including the 1686 church law.
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The Swedish Roma (Travellers) from the 16th to the early 19th century have almost undeniably 
had connections to the Finnish Kale. During the 18th century, active connections were maintained 
between Finland (a part of the Swedish Empire then) and Sweden. Roma were recruited to the army. 
When Sweden lost Finland to Russia in 1809, it disrupted these types of relations due to Finnish and 
Swedish Roma being isolated from each other.
During the 19th century, Sweden acquired a new Roma group alongside the Travelers. These 
were Vlach Roma who had migrated from different parts of Europe, but mostly from slavery in 
Eastern Europe. The Vlach Roma came to be termed ‘Gypsies’ while the Travelers were called ‘Tattars’ 
for most of the 20th century. During the 20th century, many Roma in Sweden were subjected to 
discrimination of various kinds. Between 1914 and 1954, Roma were forbidden to enter Sweden 
despite, like Jews, they had been exterminated in the Holocaust’s concentration camps. For several 
decades in Sweden, forced sterilisations of Roma women took place and Roma children were taken 
into custody. In 1959, the Roma received the right to vote and Roma children had the right to go to 
school.
Towards the end of the 20th century, Sweden’s authorities changed strategy. The Roma were to 
abandon their culture, be settled, work and attend school, while the current Roma inclusion 
strategies underline Roma inclusion and emancipation. A Secretariat for Roma Issues, modelled on 
the Advisory Board on Romani Affairs, is proposed to implement the Roma inclusion strategies and 
to coordinate the various programmes and reforms of the National Strategy. The Roma situation in 
Sweden is a topic of social debate and shows that there are still differences between Roma and the 
majority population. Despite a minority policy aimed at strengthening minority rights, and ensuring 
that minorities have the same conditions as the majority population, many Roma are still harassed 
and discriminated today (SOU 2010: 55: 498–499, see discussion above).
3.2 Finland
Until 1809 Finland was a part of the Swedish Kingdom and since then until 1917 part of the Russian 
Empire. The first decennia of Finnish independence constituted a period of assimilation politics on 
Roma in Finland. The assimilation politics were abandoned for the first time in the 1960s. The first 
anti-discrimination law (SDK 609/1986) was enacted in 1986. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 
holds overall responsibility for the health and welfare of the population living in Finland. Founded in 
1956, the Advisory Board on Romani Affairs (RONK) works in conjunction with the Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Health and functions as an intermediary between the Roma and the authorities. The tasks 
of the Advisory Board include monitoring the development of the Roma population’s social parti-
cipation and living conditions.
The Romani voice began to be heard in decision-making processes in 1990s, emphasising a focus 
on education, employment, cultural awareness and tolerance in the context of legal progress. In 
1994, a Roma Education Unit responsible for the development of education for Roma and the 
promotion of the Romani language and culture was founded within the National Board of 
Education. The most important legislative reform was the 1995 constitutional amendment that 
also gave the Romani ‘the right to maintain and develop their own language and culture’. 
(Granqvist 2006.)
Among the first steps taken to implement the 1995 constitutional amendment was the creation of 
four regional Romani Advisory Boards, which act as cross-administrative co-operation bodies 
between the Roma and the authorities. The same year, the Day Care Act (239/73) was amended to 
include the support of the Romani language and culture among the pedagogical goals to be 
pursued. The school legislation, including the corresponding statutes, was amended to allow 
instruction in the Romani language and culture at comprehensive schools and high schools, in 
vocational training and in vocational adult education. (Granqvist 2006.)
The law on the Research Institute for the Languages of Finland (1233/1996) was reformed on 
1 November 1996 to include research on and planning of Romani in the tasks of the institute. In 1999, 
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a legislation on the national broadcasting company YLE entered into force, making it the public 
services’ task to treat Finnish and Swedish-speaking audiences equally and to provide its services in 
Romani, Sami, Sign language and other languages used in Finland. Other significant legal changes 
include the decision to promote tolerance and prevent racism (1997) as well as the implementation 
of the European resolution regarding the protection of national minorities in 1998. (Granqvist 2006.)
Along with state authorities, the church has played a crucial role in forming Romani policies. Until 
1809, Finland was part of the Swedish kingdom and shared the same policies. Thereafter, until 1917, 
Finland belonged to the Russian Empire. At the turn of the 20th century, the clergy was primarily 
concerned with the ‘indecent lifestyle’ of the Roma. It repeatedly suggested that statistics should be 
compiled on the Roma to be used as a basis for Christian education and other measures, such as 
permanent settlements, schooling for the itinerant children, and missionary work. (Friman-Korpela 
2014: 67–68.) During the first half of the 20th century, Roma policy was defined by state and 
ecclesiastical actors, with the aims, topics and definitions being drafted by the main population 
and, especially the Gypsy Mission NGO that had been established in 1906, originally to alleviate the 
material and spiritual distress of the Roma. Especially after the Second World War, the Gypsy Mission 
NGO, together with the church and other spiritual circles and the state machinery, became an active 
supporter of Romani assimilation (Friman-Korpela 2014: 127, 143). Attempts were made to redefine 
the church’s relationship with the Roma from the late 1950s onwards. In 1994, the church apologized 
for the way in which it had treated the Roma throughout history.
4. Current Romani strategies
4.1 Sweden
On 9 February 2000 Sweden ratified the Framework Convention for the Protection of National 
Minorities and the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages. By ratifying the 
Framework Convention, Sweden has committed itself to promote political, economic, social, and 
cultural equality between the Roma and the rest of the population, as well as to protect and 
contribute to the development opportunities of the Romani language. The European Charter for 
Regional or Minority Languages (ECRML) is a European treaty (CETS 148) adopted in 1992 under the 
auspices of the Council of Europe to protect and promote historical, regional and minority languages 
in Europe.
The Roma were recognized as an ethnic minority in Sweden in 2000. In 2002, the Council for 
Roma Issues was established as an advisory body to the Swedish Government. The Council 
included representatives of the Romani national organisations, representatives of Government 
Offices, the Ombudsman for Ethnic Discrimination, the Integration Board, the Living History 
Forum and the Swedish Association of Local and Regional Authorities. On 14 September 2006, 
the Government decided to set up the Delegation for Roma issues based on Sweden’s inter-
national commitments to investigate the situation for the Roma minority in Sweden and 
propose reforms. The delegation was to investigate the situation of the Roma in Sweden by 
collecting, compiling, analysing and presenting the experience and knowledge available in the 
area as well as suggesting how the Roma’s living conditions should be improved. The delega-
tion also had the task of promoting and supporting municipal projects and activities aimed to 
improve the situation of the Roma. Finally, the delegation would inform and spread knowledge 
about the situation of the Roma in Sweden and encourage the exchange of knowledge and 
experience between government agencies and municipalities.
Many decisions and government propositions have been set up to strengthen the protection and 
rights of minorities in Sweden. (SOU 2010): 55 describes the situation of the Roma and what should 
be done to improve it. The Government letter 2011/12: 56 has a strategy for Roma inclusion between 
2012 and 2032. The Strategy has three over-arching goals:
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(1) to close the welfare divide between Roma and mainstream society
(2) to reduce the power deficit of Roma
(3) to bridge the confidence gap and build Roma trust in state institutions and mainstream society
The delegation states a number of goals of the National Strategy defined in line with key policy areas 
in the EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020 (Table 1).
The Swedish Agency for Public Management analysed in 2018 the effectiveness of the structure of 
the state governance of the strategy has been effective and its contributions to meeting the overall 
objectives of the strategy. The assignment also included reviewing the extent to which governance is 
characterised by Roma participation and influence.
Romani education policies were evaluated in 2013 (Olgaç & Dimiter-Taikon 2013). The part of the 
assignment, which communicates a description of the situation of Roma children in pre-, elementary- and 
high school, was reported by the municipalities involved in pilot activities: Luleå, Linköping, Helsingborg, 
Gothenburg and Malmö. The report included a qualitative survey of Roma children and pupils’ school 
situation in the pilot municipalities Mom, shall I say I’m a Rom? The survey was carried out by the 
Södertörn University on behalf of the Swedish National Agency for Education. The part of the assignment 
relating to the development of teaching tools, etc. for teaching in the Romani language is reported.
Romani mediator activities that took place in 2012-2015 were evaluated in 2016 by the Swedish Agency for 
Public Management (Swedish Agency for Public Management 2016). The Romani mediators are persons with 
Romani language and cultural skills employed in public activities and act as a link between individual and public 
activities. Brokerage activities are part of the government’s twenty-year strategy for Roma inclusion and 
reinforcement of minority policy. The government’s commitment to Roma mediator activities has contributed 
to Roma inclusion, but it is not always clear how the experience of the initiative will be taken care of. This makes 
the long-term effects of the investment uncertain. In its report, the State Office proposes continued government 
support for bridge-building activities and actions that can improve the ability of municipalities and employment 
agencies to develop the bridge-building work.
4.2 Finland3
The Advisory Boards on Roma Affairs have succeeded in raising the status of the Regional Advisory 
Boards from the earlier Ministerial decree (1019/2003) to an Act, as part of the reform of Finland’s 
Table 1. Goals of the Swedish National Romani inclusion strategy.
Goal Measure
All Roma children shall complete primary school State subsidies for primary education allowing for teacher 
assistants and other support targeted for Roma children
Adult Roma illiteracy shall be abolished Financial support for adult Roma students
Roma unemployment shall not be higher than average A set of instruments to help Roma youth find a job and a career 
upon leaving school, municipalities shall cooperate with the 
National Employment Board on targeted programs for labour 
market access for Roma
Life expectancy shall not be lower for Roma than average Health information officers for national minorities should be 
established
Romani culture and cultural heritage shall be developed, 
protected and accessible and constitute a future area of 
Roma autonomy
The status of the Romani language shall be elevated and equal 
to territorial minority languages, a Roma-led committee for 
Roma culture will be established as an institutional home for 
Roma culture with a budget equal to the culture budget of 
the Sami minority
There shall be Roma politicians and voter participation shall 
be equally high as for others
The state institution responsible for minority issues shall have 
a Roma democracy budget for voter education programs
The Roma minority shall have their own national 
representation
Dialogue with political parties on Roma political participation 
and continued dialogue with Roma representatives to 
produce a proposal for a national Roma representation
Antiziganism shall be abolished Sweden shall join the Dosta! campaign, the Ombudsman for 
Discrimination shall implement rights awareness programs 
for Roma
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regional government, health and social services (HE 15/201). In 2011, the general Government 
programme stressed that special activities will be focused on furthering education and employment 
among the Roma population, resolving housing problems and promoting the inclusion of Roma 
youth and families. In addition to the National and Regional Advisory Boards on Roma Affairs, there 
are 20 local Roma Working Groups in Finland. These are committees nominated by the municipal 
councils. The Roma Working Groups promote inter-cultural interaction and create a new culture of 
work and partnership at the local level. (Granqvist 2018.)
The first National Policy on Roma (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 2009) was published in 
2009 and ended in 2017, with the last evaluation taking place in 2013 (Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Health 2013). The policy was based on consultation and research, and it constituted a clear con-
tinuation of existing strategies of Roma policies, for instance, as prepared in 1999 by Kyösti Suonoja 
and Väinö Lindberg (Suonoja and Lindberg 1999). Participation and engagement were strong in the 
preparation of the policy. It improved national awareness, coordination and the level of planning in 
the management of Romani affairs, as well as raising the status of Romani affairs within the Ministry 
of Social Affairs and Health and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The policy was a practical programme 
which has won praise, compared to other such programmes. The first National Policy on Roma was 
all-inclusive but included a specific focus on education. (Granqvist 2018.)
The first National Policy on Roma comprised six priority areas: 1. Enhancing the participation in 
education of Roma children and youth on all levels; 2. Enhancing the participation in education of 
the adult Roma population and promoting their access to the labour market; 3. Promoting the equal 
treatment of Roma and their access to various services; 4. Supporting the preservation and devel-
opment of the Romani language and culture; 5. Promoting the equality of Roma and preventing 
discrimination against them; 6. Developing the policy on Roma and enhancing their opportunities to 
participate in decision-making. It contained 10 policy lines or areas and 147 measures, the respon-
sibility for implementation of which was divided across several sectors of government. (Ministry of 
Social Affairs and Health 2009; Granqvist 2018.)
The second National Policy on Roma (Huttu 2018) entered into force on 1 January 2018 and will 
run until 2022. Its goals are in line with the EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies 
up to 2020. The second National Policy on Roma (2018–2022) came into force on 1 January 2018. Its 
overall objective is to promote Roma inclusion and equality in different areas of life4 by mainstream-
ing the promotion of equality and non-discrimination into society. The programme’s vision is to 
maintain Finnish Roma policy, including practical measures to support integration of the Roma, at 
a high level, as well as ensuring that Finland retains its pioneering role as a model for equality and 
participation of the Roma population in Europe. This requires effective implementation of the 
programme, including careful monitoring and reporting on progress. The aim of the programme is 
to support the continued positive social integration of Roma and the positive development of 
linguistic, cultural and social rights. Finland’s current legislation and comprehensive service system 
provide a good basis for promoting the equality of the Roma population (Huttu 2018). (Granqvist 
2018.)
Between 6 March 2012 and 31 December 2013, the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health set up 
a working group responsible for coordinating and monitoring the implementation of the first 
National Policy on Roma, in cooperation with various Ministries, municipalities, Romani NGOs and 
other partners. The follow-up report on the implementation of the Romani policy agenda was 
completed in 2013, having collected information from Ministries and other responsible bodies, as 
well as from municipalities on municipal consultation (11 October 2013) and Roma, for example, 
through a hearing (17 May 2013). The report looked at how the objectives of the National Policy on 
Roma had been achieved in the areas of employment, education, social and health services, anti- 
discrimination and housing (see below). In addition, the report explained how the policy was 
implemented at the regional and local levels and included information on measures and projects 
for Romani women and children (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 2013).
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The implementation of the first national policy was challenging at the local level due to it usually 
being tied to other municipal development activities or, for example, NGO activities. The number of 
local Roma working groups increased during the implementation of the first National Policy on 
Roma. The measures that were entrusted to the various Ministries were the most successful, with 
some of the measures progressing significantly. A university teaching programme in Romani studies 
was launched at the University of Helsinki in 2012 (unofficially as an experience already in 2009), the 
educational situation of the Roma improved, especially in basic education. On the other hand, local 
measures have been ineffective. According to the follow-up report on the implementation of the 
Romani policy agenda (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 2013), the Roma are not particularly 
taken into account in the municipalities’ social and health services. Many municipalities have 
a shortage of Romani language teachers. There are major challenges in employment and economic 
policies. (Granqvist 2018.)
In sum, while Finland has made good progress on its own in education, health and housing issues 
of the Roma, support and resources from EU and the EU Framework for National Roma Integration 
Strategies up to 2020 are important. Along with the national governmental framework, the EU 
Framework is crucial for Roma inclusion.
The second Finnish National Policy on Roma has been prepared very coherently with existing 
legislation and policies, and proactively when it comes to reforms such as the upcoming health and 
social services reform due to enter into force in 2020. A broad range of authorities and stakeholders 
have been included in the preparation of the policy. Public hearings have been arranged using 
online tools. However, for better inclusion of grassroots Roma, simpler Finnish language could be 
used in the text to make it more comprehensive for all readers. (Granqvist 2018.)
The monitoring of the second National Policy on Roma is based on the annual follow-up of the 
European Commission, mid-term follow-up, a traffic-light rating system in 2020 and an indicator 
follow-up. These evaluations use mixed methods, but no resources are available to purchase external 
reviews. The evaluation of the Finnish National Policy on Roma should be carried out also externally, 
instead of conducting a mere self-assessment. (Granqvist 2018.)
5. Discussion
Despite measures and Romani inclusion strategies, there is a pattern of social, economic and political 
exclusion and marginalisation of the Roma in Finland and Sweden. The Roma encounter problems 
and discrimination in housing, employment, education and access to public services. Many Roma still 
represent the poorest and most low-skilled section of the population, are marginalised and live on 
welfare support. Romani inclusion strategies face problems in their implementation due to budget 
limitations, especially in the current difficult economic situation, particularly at the local level. Lack of 
knowledge and political will also contribute to the difficulties. Everyday racism continues to be 
difficult to tackle, despite strategies.
Sweden and Finland differ from each other in terms of demographics and minority politics. 
Sweden has been a receiving country for a far higher number of migrants than Finland. Despite 
being neighbouring Nordic countries, Sweden and Finland are very different from the point of view 
of the history and prerequisites for Romani politics. It has been said that Finland is ahead of Sweden 
in its Romani policies, e.g., when it comes to the organization of Romani representation. One reason 
for this has been the homogeneity of the Finnish Romani community, which has lasted until recently. 
This homogeneity has contributed positively to the unity of the Roma before Finnish authorities and 
decision-makers, compared to Sweden, where the Romani community consists of numerous Romani 
groups (e.g., Arli, Lovara, Polska Roma, Finnish Roma (Kale), Travellers, etc.). In personal communica-
tions, several Swedish Romani have referred to tensions and rivalism between the different Romani 
groups due to prejudice and differing interests; this has partly skewed the way NGO funding is 
divided. The different Romani groups rarely interact, even if coexisting in the same localities. 
Interaction between Romani groups is rather limited to festivities and school.
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Furthermore, there is a gap between Romani activists and grassroots, and also between 
Pentecostal Romani activists, Romani activists, Romani policy practices, and the ordinary Romani 
population (Stenroos 2018, 19). The power relations within the Finnish Romani communities have 
been studied (Stenroos 2018). The Romani activists mostly constitute an elite, which participates in 
the creating of Romani policies, is invited for related hearings and quarrels for power. The ordinary 
Roma are not interested in participating in Romani political mechanisms, nor do they have any 
expectations regarding Romani inclusion strategies. The grassroots do not understand the language 
used even in the Romani inclusion strategies. Romani activists have created them and speak for 
them; hence, we can ask for whom the activists speak. (Granqvist 2018.)
Nevertheless, there are Romani activists, who work in Romani NGOs focusing on grassroots. For 
instance, in Finland, the Finnish Romani Association is a large national Romani NGO, established in 
1967. During recent decades, it has carried several large-scale projects committed to the issues and 
needs of both the elderly and young Roma population. The NGO has experience with designing and 
implementing projects, but they face limited administrative capacity and partly low skill levels. The 
representatives of the NGO have reported that they need permanent resources to prevent leakage of 
know-how, as well as training in secretary services and economical administration. (Granqvist 2018.) 
NGOs tend to over-rely on active individuals and charismatic individual leadership.
Possibly due to the reasons discussed above, most of the ESF and other large funds granted to Romani 
inclusion projects in both Finland and Sweden have been channelled to authorities, municipalities, 
museums or educational institutions, but not to Romani organisations. The recipients of these project 
funds have then collaborated with Romani beneficiaries either directly or through co-operation with 
Romani organisations. In Sweden, for instance, Sundbybergs Folkhögskola, an adult education institution 
in Stockholm, coordinated an ESF project in 2011–2014 dealing with Romani education,5 which was 
implemented by the school itself, but in collaboration with another educational institution, but no 
Romani person is mentioned as a project partner. The Finnish ‘New Era’ (Nevo tiija, 2016–2018) was 
a large-scale ESF project focusing on equality, inclusion and prosperity of the Roma through employment. 
It was coordinated by the Diakonia University of Applied Science, in cooperation with the Helsinki 
Deaconess Institute Foundation, the city halls of Helsinki and Vantaa, the Oulu Deaconess Institute, the 
Finnish Romani Forum and the National Institution of Health and Wellbeing. (Granqvist 2018.)
In Finland, most measures on Romani employment could not have been accomplished by the 
state alone without the support of EU structural funds, with the exception of the education measures 
that were carried out using state funds (Granqvist 2018). In Sweden, EU structural funds have also 
played a crucial role. In general, many of the measures pertaining to Romani inclusion are project 
based, sometimes on an annual basis, rather than having a sustainable state or municipal funding, 
which jeopardizes the continuity of the actions.
Notes
1. (Selling, End, Laskar, Kyuchukov, Templer 2015).
2. This historical summary relies on Etzler (1944).
3. This section draws on an unpublished report (Granqvist 2018) that was written a part of the European 
Commission project ‘Mid-term evaluation of the EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 
2020’. The published final report (2019) of the project is available at https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail 
/-/publication/a1e33b4f-17af-11e9-8d04-01aa75ed71a1/language-en. (Accessed 1 March 2020.)
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